ethical decisions in their nursing practice. Every hour of every day, nurses are directly involved with resolving ethical dilemmas based on patient and family wishes, professional training, interpretations of oral or written orders, and an infinite number of other factors.
Sometimes, you may find yourself trapped in an ethical dilemma, caught between conflicting duties and responsibilities to your patients, your employer, and yourself. You may wonder later, "Did I do the right thing?" There are no easy answers in solving ethical dilemmas. Such conflicts can be painful and confusing.
Nurses working in oncology will find themselves in ethically challenging situations. At times, it is difficult to keep things in perspective. The values and beliefs of the nurse may be in conflict with those of the patient. It is incumbent on each nurse to understand the values and ethics of not only the patient but also of themselves.
In this issue, there are 2 articles that describe patient situations that were ethically demanding for the nurses involved. Rosenblum illustrates how the patient care team worked together to try and resolve some of the challenges they were confronted with when caring for children with brain stem gliomas. Two case studies are presented and discussed, in which each family took a different approach to their child's illness and death. The team had to respect the parents' opinions and individualize each girl's care accordingly. The commentary that follows, by Norton and Joos, discusses the ethical dilemmas involved when caring for a patient at the end of life and how formal nursing education must include lessons on palliative care and on difficult decisions that have to be made by family members and health care providers during such a stressful time.
We each have our own intrinsic set of ethical values and principles. It is imperative that each of us be aware of these feelings and opinions and realize that they are not necessarily congruent with those of our patients and families. What if you are in a similar situation as those described in this issue? What if you are in disagreement with the choices a family is making for a child at the end of life?
Nursing as a profession must strive to develop sound and consistent guidelines and rationale for the scope of practice in ethical dilemmas. An understanding of your own values, the principles of ethics, nursing standards, and ethical codes can help you make sound decisions to guide your nursing practice.
